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Julie Gattone 

 

Interview Date: 12/5/2008 

Location of interview: St. Jude Shop, 1807 East Passyunk Ave 

 

Julie is an employee of the St. Jude Shop, a store selling Catholic items. The St. Jude 

Shop is owner by the Di Cocco family. 

 

 

Julie: – lots of fine memories.  Actually, we‟re a spine from Center City 

all the way down to here. 

 

Interviewer: A spine, is that what you said? 

 

Julie: I call it a spine because from Center City all the way down, yeah.  I 

live on Morris Street, so if you ever need anything else, you can 

always come over, coffee‟s always on.  Do you want the store 

number here or – 

 

Interviewer: Whichever you would prefer. 

 

Julie: I‟ll give you my home number because if you ever wanna get back 

to me, I‟ll be there. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so why don‟t we start, and then as I said, you know, it‟ll be 

great if we can get to this a little bit later.  But if we can start with 

just – if you‟d like to just sort of introduce yourself and tell me a 

little bit about when you first came here and then we can move into 

the present. 

 

Julie: Well, my name is Julie and my husband and his father had a 

furniture store on the 1600 block of East Passyunk, actually, it was 

1627-29, two stores.  It was a double store.  And they were there 

for 52 years, so they got to know lots of the people that lived in 

this area.  In fact, it was like a family.  He sold on credit, so a lot of 

the people, at that time, like in the „50s, would probably have not 

furnished their house in the manner that they would‟ve liked 

because he sold a lot of Italian classic furniture with all the ormolu 

and the French foot and beautiful things from Italy, the bedroom 

sets and dining room sets. 

 

 But these people paid on time like every week they would come in 

and you‟d know their name because they were like right on the dot.  
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You get 6 o‟clock, Mr. Di Benedetto.  “Hello, Mr. Di Benedetto.”  

I mean, they never missed a beat.  They were always on time and 

that‟s how they furnished their houses.  And of course, at that time, 

they had a little book with no interest.  Just put your payment in, 

whatever you paid against what you owed, and that was that – no 

interest. 

 

 And the people walked a lot on Passyunk.  It was really a family 

oriented area, business area where the kids came, and the nice 

thing about having a store like that was when the parents would 

take their children, you know, just to come in and pay the bill, the 

children, when they got older and they got engaged, they would 

come in and buy things.  So it was like really – a really warm 

feeling, like you really felt like family and you never had a 

disagreement with them and there‟s never an argument.  Of course, 

they wanted the prices to be lower, but that‟s expected. 

 

 And then there were a lot of stores, a variety of stores.  There was 

everything from hosiery to women‟s aprons and slips and 

pocketbooks, shoe stores, jewelry store was right next door to us, 

Krutzki‟s.  You wanna spell Krutzki‟s?  Everything‟s different 

now anyway, but yeah and let me see – 

 

Interviewer: So to have that furniture -- that connection, it‟s almost like if you 

were part of people‟s lives as they, you know, as someone got 

engaged, then you could help furniture their house – 

 

Julie: It‟s like, know where you could walk, and you go, “Oh, that‟s 

Arcade.”  They called us by the name of the store.  It was Arcade 

Sales.  Marianne‟s is a little bit on Passyunk Avenue, too.  (To 

Marianne) She‟s doing a project at the murals and wall.  This is 

Lisa. This is Marianne. 

 

Interviewer: I talked to you on the phone. 

 

Marianne: Oh, that‟s right.  Nice to meet you. 

 

Julie: And she‟s like just getting background on Passyunk Avenue, the 

way it was and how it is and what we‟re looking forward to more 

or less. 

 

Marianne: They always called this the best-kept secret, the shopping district.  
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Julie: Well, I told her it‟s like a spine because it comes from like Center 

City – now, they found us, you see? After all these years, those 

young people found us.  They come from New York and they 

settled here in Philly. 

 

Marianne: They do.  We have a lot of specialty shops on the Avenue, which is 

nice.  You don‟t really find that in the malls. 

 

Interviewer: True, oh, very true.  

 

Julie: Right.  And you get personal service, you know, like people really 

wanna help you.  See, like we didn‟t throw you out right away, you 

see we let her in. 

 

Interviewer: Of course, you‟re so friendly.  It‟s true.  It‟s very true.  It‟s so 

different. 

 

Julie: We are a friendly little group here.  We‟re all crazy, we‟re bona 

fide crazy, but we‟re nice. 

 

Marianne: And if we didn‟t have something, we send them to the next person 

and they do that to us. Which is a nice thing. It‟s better we keep it 

on the Avenue. 

 

Julie: Right, we‟ll always say, “Well, you can get a dress two doors 

down is another dress store.”  We do that. 

 

Interviewer: That‟s great. 

 

Julie: Oh, they are.  And some of the stores, most of them I would say, 

will give us 10 percent off on anything because we work on the 

Avenue.  It‟s like a little group there, you know, which is a nice 

thing. 

 

Marianne: You become a family after awhile.  Everybody looks out for each 

other. 

 

Julie: Right, exactly. 

 

Interviewer: You know, that‟s what I keep here.  Everyone I‟ve interviewed 

down here says this about it being a family and – 

 

Julie: So we‟re not unique in our sayings, right. 
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Interviewer: – looking out for each other.  It‟s really great to hear. 

 

Julie: It is great.  

 

Interviewer: So can you talk too a little bit about how long have you lived in 

this area or at least been in this area for many years – 

 

Marianne: Always lived in South Philadelphia. 

 

Julie: Always, all our life. 

 

Interviewer: So can you tell me about the old days and what it was like in terms 

of – it‟s mostly Italian around here – 

 

Julie: All Italian. 

 

Interviewer: And what was that like? 

 

Julie: Well, it was Italian and Jewish when I was – 

 

Interviewer: Italian and Jewish. 

 

Julie: Yes, the Jewish were more down at the Third, Fourth and Fifth 

Street, Sixth Street, Seventh Street, and that was all Jewish.  And 

then it started getting intermingled with the Italians, which was us, 

we did it.   

 

Interviewer: How did that transformation happen? 

 

Julie: It was great, because you know why, the Jewish are so much like 

the Italians.  They‟re real family oriented, they like the same foods, 

“Eat, eat, eat.”  So we blended pretty well.  But the thing was, I 

think they jump-started on the college education and things and 

then their children just didn‟t keep up with the homes.  They sold 

everything.  If the parents died, it was gone.  Not the Italians.  The 

Italians – we‟re diehards.  We like South Philly.  We stayed.  It 

doesn‟t matter. 

 

 But that‟s sort of happening now too here with businesses and 

such.  People go to the college and they don‟t wanna come into the 

family business, which isn‟t true in everything because we have 

Termini‟s on Eighth and Tasker, which is -- so many little stores 
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like that like the bakery, they‟re like third generation, fourth 

generation, so they stay and Termini‟s known everywhere. For 

cannolis, especially, Bundt cakes and things. 

 

 And we have a Varallo on Tenth and Morris.  They‟re family 

oriented like that, too.  Their children are into the business and 

that‟s another bakery.  How could you get out of the bakery 

though?  See what I‟m saying, Lisa?  You gonna look like us after 

a while.  (Laughter) Yeah, but a lot of these stores like, you know, 

they‟re family run.  I don‟t think the children would take over 

though, I don‟t know if they would anymore.  This is a whole 

different era. 

 

Interviewer: How about back then when – what you remember from being a 

child?  Do you remember – now, when I walk around, I see – one 

of the reasons I thought it would be nice to come here is because I 

see that in the windows of many of the houses, there are different 

items that make me think that it‟s a Catholic household – 

 

Julie: Absolutely. 

 

Interviewer: -- and you can see sort of markings of an Italian neighborhood.  

What was it like just visually, like if you walked through – if we 

transported ourselves back and visually walk through the 

neighborhood, what did it look like? 

 

Julie: It‟s hard to say because I lived in an old Jewish neighborhood.  We 

were the only Italians and the things that I remember were there 

were no air conditions.  So we walked to school because I lived on 

Fifth Street and we went to school on Third Street, you could smell 

days of the week.  Monday, you‟d smell all the soup. That was 

Monday.  Tuesday, you‟d smell macaroni as we walked through.  

You could smell the gravy cooking and that was nice because with 

no air conditions, all the windows were always open.  You heard 

everybody too yelling, singing, screaming, playing the piano.  

There was always a whole different – oh, it was really nice. 

 

 We even enjoyed it at that time.  It‟s not even that you could say, 

“Gee, you know” – what do you need now? 

 

Male Speaker: I was telling Marianne if she had anything she wanted to – 

 

Julie: Oh, yeah, yeah, she‟s gonna add in too.  She already did add a few 
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good little things. 

 

Marianne: Do you know, Lisa, at one time, on the Avenue, you could go 

across the street and have a hat made. The millinery stores were 

like a big deal.  That was important. 

 

Julie: Yes, we had a haberdashery up at where the – 

 

Marianne: The men‟s store for the hats. 

 

Julie: Where the dollar store is right next door, DeLuca. 

 

Marianne: Yeah, across the street was Orlando. 

 

Julie: Orlando, that‟s right. 

 

Marianne: Mrs. Zinni has been here forever really. 

 

Julie: Oh, yeah, the dress store here at the corner.  Oh, yes, you‟ll get 

good memories from there, Lisa, if you need more. 

 

Male Speaker: But I think our store fits in perfectly on this avenue because it‟s a 

lot of traditional Catholics – 

 

Marianne: It‟s unique, you know. 

 

Julie: – in this area.  And it‟s very unique and we have a good following 

here and we have a lot of good people. 

 

Julie: Nice people, nice customers, very nice. 

 

Marianne: And you know what, Lisa, there‟s so many people with sadness 

and illness.  It‟s a shame, but they come in here and find comfort – 

 

Julie: Find comfort, yeah, they do. 

 

Marianne: – in here and they really do. 

 

Julie: Not from us because we‟re mean. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I could tell you‟re real mean. 

 

Julie: We‟re real mean.  Yeah, but the people are really nice.  They 
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really, really are.  You sit down for a few minutes. 

 

Julie: No, that‟s okay.  I‟m fine. 

 

Male Speaker: What else we have.  Just a variety of stores I think that bring 

people down here, you know, a lot of family-run businesses. 

 

Marianne: How about Mancuso, the cheese store.  He‟s been here a hundred 

years. 

 

Julie: Oh, the next block. 

 

Male Speaker: Food store, yeah, cheese shops, the restaurants. 

 

Julie: He makes his own cheese.  He makes all the mozzarella and the 

basket cheeses.  Oh, you have to go down there just to look – 

 

Interviewer: – that the guy bought after just a couple of years ago, is that the 

one?  Oh, there‟s one that a guy just bought and he said he bought 

it because he used to go in there as a child and it smelled so good. 

 

Male Speaker: Yeah, right down the street – the cheese shop, Antonelli‟s. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, that‟s the one down here. 

 

Julie: Oh, there‟s another one – 

 

Marianne: You just walk past there and you know you‟re outside – 

 

Julie: The 1900 block and he makes homemade water ice in the summer. 

 

Interviewer: That‟s great. 

 

Julie: We can get anything on the Avenue.  If you walk from the 1900 

block all the way down to that would be the 1600, even the 1500 

because they have now the hardware store, you could get anything.  

You can‟t starve. 

 

Marianne: We get the produce on Wednesday down here. 

 

Julie: Right, right, we have the Amish at Tasker Street.  You cannot 

starve here.  She will look like us.  And you know, if somebody 

would ask you which is the best restaurant?  Like get out, you‟re 
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like they‟re all – 

 

Interviewer: There‟s so many. 

 

Julie: Yes, and each one is fabulous, so you have no trouble saying any 

one you like you can pick.  It‟s really good.  Nobody says, “Don‟t 

go to that one.” 

 

Interviewer: Oh no, they‟re great.  Why do you figure –? 

 

Marianne: – we‟re used to seeing – 

 

Julie: But see she can‟t get tall if she sits, so we let her stand. 

 

Interviewer: I was just hearing about how wonderful it was back in the old days 

when you could walk down the street and smell the different – 

 

Julie: I was telling her, there were no air conditions so you knew 

everyday of the week, Monday you‟d smell the soup, Tuesday 

you‟d smell the macaroni cooking, Wednesday was whatever, 

sausages. 

 

Marianne: And then we used to have a beautiful bakery down the other street, 

La Rosa, and they would do all the wedding cakes and all the 

specialties. 

 

Julie: Yeah, it‟s really, really nice.  And the people were always friendly 

from day one to now.  People haven‟t changed that much.  And 

most of the people that lived down here want to be here, so this is 

their home, you know, they‟re happy to be here. 

 

Marianne: I left South Philadelphia for nine years and came back. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, really, where did you go? 

 

Marianne: To Jersey and I just – 

 

Interviewer: And what was it that brought you back? 

 

Marianne: I just need that warmthness of the people and I just didn‟t feel that 

way – 

 

Julie: It‟s like a blanket. 
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Marianne: Yeah, I think I‟m just a city person. 

 

Julie: We are a city people.  We really, really, truly are, but the nice part 

is that, you know, well, years ago, if anybody moved, they‟d still 

come back and shop.  Now, it‟s like there‟s so many malls, you 

know, that come in between – 

 

Marianne: But they still come back for the food. Mancuso‟s. Antonelli‟s. 

 

Julie: They come back for the food and you know, they never, ever 

forgotten Passyunk.  Even if they can‟t get here every week, you 

know, they can move out into the Poconos, right.  But if they‟re 

here, they gotta make the rounds. 

 

Marianne: The butcher shop that‟s down the next block has been here a lot of 

years too because I think the grandfather had it first, then the dad 

and now the son. 

 

Male Speaker: And this used to be a dress shop called Marchese‟s before we took 

it over. 

 

Julie: And people still remember that when they come in, if they haven‟t 

been here for a long while. 

 

Male Speaker: And the First Communion dresses, we get people from all over 

from as far as Maryland, Harrisburg, Atlantic City, just for the kids 

for First Communion.  So from January to April, the store‟s really 

busy with the dresses, it‟s a big thing. 

 

Interviewer: So it seems like such a different – I mean, you keep saying not like 

the mall, it‟s – 

 

Julie: Oh, we‟re not like the mall. 

 

Interviewer: Like the furniture stores, it‟s like you‟re really apart of people‟s 

lives and – 

 

Male Speaker: Oh yeah, people come in and have four kids.  Four kids come in 

and get the dress here.  That‟s what it is.  If you do for one, they all 

come back. 

 

Julie: And the mothers will say, “This is my daughter.  I bought her dress 
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when she was in,” and you go, “Wow, you know.”   

 

Marianne: They start from the christening, and then they keep coming back. 

 

Julie: And then they just keep coming back, right.  So it is all like 

intermingled.  It really, really is.  It‟s unbelievable.  I don‟t know if 

any really city could say that because Philadelphia‟s such a large 

city, but it‟s like a community in so many different ways.  It‟s not 

like a city where nobody knows each other.  In fact, there were 

streets where whole – the whole family lived on one street, the 

uncles, the aunts, the cousins – 

 

Marianne: Yeah, as soon as a house would go up for sale – 

 

Julie: They would buy it for their cousin. 

 

Marianne: – somebody in the family would need a house – 

 

Julie: Right, or the daughter and so the whole street – like say Rosewood 

Street would be a Valentino Street, everybody was Valentino.   

 

Male Speaker: And there‟s nothing like being here in the holidays when people 

are shopping with the food and all, Thanksgiving, New Year‟s – 

 

Marianne: You know what happens?  Our customers become our friends.  

They take us cookies. 

 

Julie: Yeah, they‟re so sweet and we let them.  They are great.  So what 

else do you wanna know?  Did we fill you up a little bit? 

 

Interviewer: Oh, yeah, this is perfect, thank you.  And also when you saw this 

map, you immediately said, “Oh, look.”   

 

Julie: This is my daddy.  This is my mommy. 

 

Interviewer: Can you mark down there where you‟re – 

 

Julie: Oh, yeah, this is – 

 

Interviewer: And tell me a little bit about where your family came from. 

 

Julie: Well, Genoa was the northern part of Italy and that‟s the – it‟s a 

seaport here, which was – I didn‟t know for a long time that that 
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was bombed too like England.  They bombed Genoa because it 

was a main seaport.  But, of course, they renovated it since.  They 

incorporated the old with the new, which is unbelievable.  And 

here is Palermo.  All the way up here – this is Palermo.  This is my 

mommy. 

 

Interviewer: And when did they – 

 

Julie: They met here in America.  One from the north, one from the south 

and came here to America to meet and they married. 

 

Interviewer: And when did they come, how old were they both when they 

came? 

 

Julie: My father was 19.  He came right from the navy.  He was in the 

Italian navy when he was 17 and 19, he completed and then he 

came here, but from being in the navy, he already had toured all of 

– like Africa, Arab – he had come to America to – where was he in 

America, Virginia?  New Orleans, and so he had seen a lot of the 

ports all over the world and he was only a young boy.  But he was 

impressed with America and he came here when he was, I guess, 

he was in his 20s then. 

 

Interviewer: And he chose to come to South Philly, is that when he first came? 

 

Julie: Yes, everybody went to New York.  No, my dad right to South 

Philly, good boy. 

 

Interviewer: Do you know what it was?  Did he tell you stories of what it was –

? 

 

Julie: Well, he had no family.  His mom and his dad had passed away 

and his sister.  So more or less, he was an orphan, and he never 

went back to Italy.  As much as he loved it and everything, he 

never went back because he didn‟t wanna see any changes.  He 

always said that. 

 

Interviewer: And how about your mom, what brought her here? 

 

Julie: And mom was here when she was 3 years old.  She came with her 

family.  So she spoke English very, very well. 

 

Interviewer: And is this – are those regions where other people that you know 
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came from similar regions, who live in South Philly? 

 

Julie: Actually, there‟s not too many people that are Genovese.  Either 

like Abruzzi is here and Calabria is down here.  You find a lot of 

Abruzzi and Calabria down here and Sicialian like my mom.  You 

can mark it here.  This is where – this would be like Calabria is 

down here and this Abruzzi in here.  Now, the Abruzzi, there‟s a 

restaurant down here.  It‟s called Mamma Maria.  There‟s nothing 

like Abruzzi cooking. 

 

Interviewer: I‟ll try it.  I haven‟t tried that one yet. 

 

Julie: But like I said, there‟s no restaurant, Marra‟s, oh, God, you go to 

Marra‟s, you‟ll just – it‟s amazing.  What did you have a baby 

boy? 

 

Interviewer: Girl. 

 

Julie: You got a girl. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, she‟s 13 months.  So cute, yeah. 

 

Julie: So she‟s really 20, right? 

 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

 

Julie: Would you like a drink of water? 

 

Interviewer: I‟m fine, thank you.  Yeah, I just came from – I just had lunch.  

Thank you so much.  So how about – when you talk about these 

different regions where your father‟s from and where your 

mother‟s from, can you tell me about in South Philly, you know 

where people are from, you know where their family‟s are from.  

How do you know, like what is it about someone that – do they tell 

you right away, my family‟s from here? 

 

Julie: Oh yeah, they‟ll say I‟m Abruzzi.  Nobody‟s ashamed to say where 

they‟re from.  My father kind of didn‟t like that in the very 

beginning.  When he first came, people would say, “Where are you 

from?”  Because they have different dialects and if they can‟t 

understand them, you know, they‟ll say, “Where are you from?”  

My father would say, “I‟m from Genoa.”  “Oh, Genovese, you 

speak the high-class Italian.”  Then they didn‟t like him.   



Journeys South 

A Project of the City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program 

Interview with Julie Gattone 

12/5/08 
 

 
 

 

13 

 

 But my father used to say, “Why did they say that because we‟re 

all Italians, what‟s the difference where you‟re from?”  But that‟s 

changed, now everybody‟s proud from where they came from.  

They‟re happy to say they‟re Sicilian or Abruzzi or Genovese or 

whatever.  So they‟re very proud to do that.  I guess because 

people travel more too now.  They‟re more knowledgeable about 

certain things.  Not like before everything was, “Oh, I don‟t wanna 

tell them where I am.” 

 

 I think when they came to America, they were more suspicious of 

things because they didn‟t really understand a lot of things.  So it‟s 

like – but everybody‟s more open now.  We don‟t care about 

anything now, and I think we did that with – I think the blacks 

started that with their black is beautiful and all that.  So are we.  I 

think that all started from there.  I‟m not sure, but I think so.  I 

don‟t know if it‟s true or not. 

 

Interviewer: And you said that the furniture from the store was from Italy.  

Were there other – 

 

Julie: Oh, a lot of things from Italy, yes, beautiful vases. 

 

Interviewer: What other things came from – that you would see in the 

neighborhood or in someone‟s home that reminded you of 

something that – 

 

Julie: Everybody in South Philly has an Arcade Sales home, almost 

everybody because everybody that comes in, they go, “Don‟t you 

miss your store?”  I say, “Well, actually, I miss the people and not 

the store so much with all the work.”  Because a lot of things were 

imported that you can‟t find anymore.  Really beautiful things that 

we had.  And now we see the prices, but even the dining room sets, 

the craftsmanship on it was like – you know, when you opened a 

door, it opened, everything was dovetailed when you opened the 

drawer, nothing like sticking out like this, all wood.  And you can 

feel it, it felt like smooth – like this, see like this, but even 

smoother than this. 

 

 Yeah, it was beautiful and the coloring.  They‟d antique things and 

put color in it, oh, my gosh.  It was just beautiful, really beautiful.  

In fact, it looked like people would say, “Oh, that‟s kind of gaudy, 

you know, when you look at it,” but if it‟s in the right house with a 
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plain wallpaper and like the baseboards are just plain, it just – it 

makes the whole room when you walk in, “I like this.  I really love 

this.”  Oh, it was really beautiful, really beautiful. 

 

Interviewer: And was that furniture from a specific region or just all over? 

 

Julie: Actually, I think it comes from a few places.  It might come from 

Como, that was the big industry in Italy.  I can‟t remember. 

 

Interviewer: That‟s okay.  I was just curious if it was sort of none in a certain 

region – 

 

Julie: Yeah, Como is around like down in here too, somewhere around in 

the Abruzzi side.  I don‟t even remember where that‟s from. 

 

Interviewer: Can you think – 

 

Julie: Because they had a lot more industry in the north, that‟s where all 

the industrial things came from.  Where the south was more 

agricultural, you know, for farming and things like that, but in the 

northern part, there was all big industry.  So they were very suave 

and sophisticated in the north.  Whereas, they thought like 

everybody in the south were farmers, which really they were in a 

way, but you‟ve gotta have both unless you have nothing. 

 

Interviewer: And that was sort of part of the tension that you talked about like if 

somebody from the north who lived in South Philly – 

 

Julie: Yeah, they kind of thought that they were – think that you‟re better 

than them, which it probably never was, but I guess it‟s all that 

inner feeling.  Oh, they come from the north. 

 

Interviewer: What did your father do when he – 

 

Julie: He was a printer all his life from there, from here, from Italy that‟s 

where he did all his apprentice.  He did it, actually, when he was a 

young man – a young boy because he was an orphan.  His mom 

and father had passed away.  So he really truly was an orphan and 

they taught him that in the orphanage. 

 

Interviewer: Did most of the people that you know whose parents came directly 

from Italy, did they continue to do the same whatever they did 

there, they continued to do it here, so if they were tailors, they 
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were a tailor here – 

 

Julie: Right, oh, so many tailors.  They became really good cooks here, 

tailors.  In fact, we had so many tailor shops, oh, my God.  It was 

so many that they would give July, I think, like the 4
th

 to 14
th

, you 

would know all the tailors were on vacation because they‟d either 

go down – do you remember that? 

 

Female Speaker: Excuse me one second, I don‟t mean to intrude.  Sammy‟s going 

down to Geno‟s.  You wanna steak? 

 

Julie: Okay. 

 

Female Speaker: What do you want? 

 

Julie: Fried onions, no cheese. 

 

Female Speaker: Plain. fried onions. 

 

Julie: A lot of fried onions.  You want one too? 

 

Interviewer: Oh, I‟m fine, thanks.  I did just have lunch, but thank you for – 

 

Julie: We‟re donating to the – Geno‟s is doing that thing for the 

policeman that was killed by the car, a drunk driver.  So from 

yesterday 10 o‟clock to tonight at 5, he‟s donating all his proceeds.  

That‟s the way the people are down here like they can‟t do enough 

for other people, for the churches, if they know that you‟re in 

trouble.  I mean, I have a 94-year-old girlfriend, only I say this, I 

hope I‟m wrong, but I say, “Only in South Philly would everybody 

take care of Josie.”  She‟s 94, right.  She needs a cab.  Somebody 

knows a cab drive.  He‟ll drive her. 

 

 We bring her food.  I call her everyday.  She calls me a hundred 

times a day, but where else would you find that?  That 

companionship, so it is – this is, to me, the best place to retire, if 

you‟re older.  You don‟t have to drive.  You know everybody.  

You can‟t get a headache because everybody talks to you.  You 

can‟t say that you feel bad because everybody has something to 

say, so you can‟t be depressed.  I mean, it‟s just fabulous.  Walking 

is the best thing, if you don‟t drive, fabulous. 

 

 And you roll out of bed, you‟re in the bakery, you roll out of bed, 
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you‟re here.  You‟re everywhere.  It is great.  If you wanna walk to 

Center City, would take you from here, it‟ll take you like – well, I 

don‟t walk fast anymore.  I think I do.  You know, I go, “Wow, it‟s 

an hour.”  But a young person like yourself, it‟ll take you like 20 

minutes to walk into Center City.  Do you believe that?  And 

you‟re everywhere there, you know?  It‟s like incredible.   

 

 And it‟s good to walk, but the subways, the transportation is 

always there too for you.  We have all the arts.  We have 

everything.  People have to come from everywhere to go to the 

Children‟s Hospital, to go to the theatres, for the operas, which I 

love my opera.  We are so fortunate.  But we also had a bad part, 

like in parenthesis, about mafia.  As soon as they hear an Italian 

name, they‟d go, “Is your father in the mafia?”  But if you wanna 

believe it, go ahead, good.  We never – 

 

Interviewer: You can use that to your advantage.  Yes, my father is a mafia. 

 

Julie: Oh yeah, you wanna be frightened of us, good.  But we always had 

that, you know, tacked on our backs.  Somewhere there was a little 

paper there saying, “They‟re Italians.  They‟re mafia.”  So you live 

with things like that, stereotypes, you know. 

 

Interviewer: Is that something that was visible in the neighborhood in the past 

when you were younger? 

 

Julie: I think it was visible in the schools actually.  Not so much down 

here in the – my daughters went to an academy.  It‟s called – it was 

Mater Misericordia at the time, but it‟s called Waldron now.  And 

there was like, I guess, Scotch, Irish, you know, everything rather 

than Italian.  And as soon as, you know, there were only a few 

Italians like scattered here and there because just coming up on the 

ladder.   

 

 And they would, you know, they would like alienate you in a way 

because, you know, they would think that you‟re a gangster.  It‟s 

so much now, but I would say like in the late „50s, early „60s, there 

was a problem yeah, like that, but it‟s a long time ago.  But now I 

find that everybody‟s fascinated by the mafia. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, it‟s true, “The Sopranos” and the other media have made it 

popular. 
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Julie: They‟re in awe of them.  Oh, that‟s a bad thing to be in awe.  And 

the Italians here sort of took offense to it too because they didn‟t 

wanna be associated with that.  So sometimes, the stereotype is not 

the right type of thing you wanna be with, but it was the real, so it 

was there.  There‟s no getting away from it. 

 

Interviewer: One of the things we‟re looking at in this project is besides just – 

we‟re also looking specifically at ethnicity and migration and 

immigration.  Can you talk a little bit about, you know, you said 

you lived in a Jewish neighborhood and there were lots of Italians 

and was there also – 

 

Julie: No, we were the only Italians. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, in your neighborhood, but then along Passyunk there were – 

 

Julie: One, us, which they didn‟t even talk to my father because he was 

blonde and blue-eyed from the northern part, they‟re light.  But if 

they would‟ve said hello to him, they would‟ve heard the Italian 

accent.  They loved my mother because she was dark-haired, but 

didn‟t like my dad.  Poor daddy, and he was the sweetest as you 

can – oh, my God. 

 

Interviewer: But other Italian people just didn‟t recognize him as being Italian? 

 

Julie: Oh no, the Italians knew, it was the Jewish people because in that 

time, it was the war and he looked like a German to them and 

they‟d rather just walk past him than talk to him.  That‟s why I 

said, if they would‟ve said hello, they would‟ve heard his Italian 

accent.  Yeah, he looked very German.  He did.  And my brother 

looks like that too.  He‟s very fair, blue eyes.  I mean, real – let‟s 

see your eyes.  He looks like you. 

 

Interviewer: And I‟m Italian too. 

 

Julie: Very blue – you‟re Italian too?  And I bet they don‟t think you‟re 

Italian when they see the eyes and his blonde hair.  They never 

thought of him as an Italian. 

 

Interviewer: How about ethnicities in the neighborhood at that time like, you 

know, I know that there were Irish people, but not necessarily in 

the same area. 
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Julie: I went to school with all Irish.  I lived with all Jews and we went to 

school with Irish, Scotch, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, German that was 

the Third and Wolf that was Our Lady of Mount Carmel School. 

 

Interviewer: And what about along Passyunk, was that – 

 

Julie: Passyunk catered to mostly – I think mostly all Italians because -- 

the reason I say that is I wasn‟t here at that time to really know, but 

I‟m pretty sure.  But see we had Seventh Street, I don‟t know if 

you remember that, the Italians called it “Sette Strad”.  That was 

Seventh and Porter all the way down to Tasker.  That was the main 

– that was like Rome.  Every store you could imagine was on 

Seventh Street.  It was incredible.   

 

 And that‟s where I lived, because I lived at Fifth and 

Moyamensing, so I know more about Seventh Street than I do here 

probably, because I was raised from a little girl there.  And that 

lasted for so long and it never came back up again, I‟m shocked 

that it never came up.  Because I think all the poor people are there 

now from the – it‟s the Puerto Ricans, I think Chinese, 

Vietnamese, all the poor, and when the poor get in, it takes so long 

to come back up again.  But that never came up.  Seventh Street, 

I‟m shocked.  They had butchers and, oh God! 

 

 In fact, Passyunk has some of the people that came from Seventh 

Street like there was a Jewish man and a woman, their name was 

Froehlich.  They were in a concentration camp and they still had 

the numbers on their arms when they had the shoe store on Seventh 

Street.  And then they moved here right across where the pizza 

place is here, Its-a-bella‟s, that‟s where the shoe store was.  Well, 

next door I should say, [inaudible], that was Froehlich‟s.  But they 

passed away, and the fella that has the apparel store for men, this is 

– that would be the 1700 block.  It‟s called – is that A Man‟s 

Image or is this A Man‟s Image? God, I forget.  Yeah, A Man‟s 

Image that‟s Abe and he‟s from Seventh Street from when he was 

young. 

 

 I don‟t remember too many other people that came, but that 

Seventh Street was the hub that was like Rome.  Oh, my God.  

They used to roast peanuts and things like that.  Oh, my God talk 

about smells.  It reminds you almost of New York, you know, with 

all their things.  It was wonderful. 
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Interviewer: It‟s so interesting that the people that I talked to almost always 

hear -- more than other research I‟ve done -- always talk about the 

smells of the food that must‟ve been just such an overwhelming 

sense of what this neighborhood was about – 

 

Julie: And even if you go by Pat‟s or Geno‟s -- see those fried onions, 

you‟ll buy anything.  All they have to do is make fried onions and 

people pass, “You wanna buy a suit?  You want shoes?”  You can 

sell anything with that smell.  Ice cream, everything.  You could go 

into any of the Italian specialty stores and you smell the cheeses 

and the coffees and oh, my cheese that‟s really good.  The bakeries 

too.  

 

 I think the smells really give you all your memories.  You know 

Lisa, I‟m not sure.  Because you can remember things like from 

when you‟re real little like bubble gum and everything like in those 

little candy stores.  For a penny, we used to drive the – because 

you could get things three for a penny.  The guy would go, “What 

do you want?”  “I‟ll take two of them, three,” “No, no, you can get 

ten of these for a penny.”  For one penny, we‟d drive this guy nuts 

because you know there was all different prices.  You‟d get two of 

this for a penny or ten of those for a penny. 

 

 You know, like the eyes would roll around.  Oh my God, malted 

milkshakes.  In fact, there was a Chinese store right at the corner 

here when you go out and it‟s called China House, that used to be 

an ice cream parlor too.  You‟d go in there and you‟d have your 

sundaes, your milkshakes.  All the things that make you thin. 

 

Interviewer: So that sounds like a really fun thing to do when you‟re a kid. 

 

Julie: You don‟t see a lot of thin people around here, do you? 

 

Interviewer: That‟s good – love a cannoli. 

 

Julie: Except Marianne.  Oh, those cannolis.   

 

Interviewer: Yeah, delicious.  They‟re really amazing.  Can you remember 

anything else from when you were younger like walking up and 

down Passyunk or anything that‟s sort of – any stories that sort of 

really remind you of what life was like at that time? 

 

Julie: I wasn‟t here when I was little.  I was on Seventh Street when I 
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was little, but I guess it‟s so similar to Seventh Street because there 

was the same stores, you know, there were bars.  You could go in a 

bar and get a sandwich.  I mean, on Seventh Street, we used to go 

in there and get knishes for a dime, ten cents.  

 

 There was a lot more grocery stores – mom and pop stores where 

you could get anything.  Now we still have a few that are still 

good.  Do you know like McKean Street or Mifflin?  Have you 

been around there? 

 

Interviewer: Not too much. 

 

Julie: Right on Mifflin, when you go down this way, you turn left.  They 

have Italian pastas that‟s all homemade, and then across that little 

street is a little store, grocery store, where they sell a lot of Italian 

things, too.  So in this area, believe it or not, there was still like 

grocery stores.  And the reason I know that we‟re so lucky is 

because I have friends and family all over.   

 

 And when our friends come from Ohio, they just – they‟re like, 

“Oh my God, you can walk to that store?  You know how long it 

would take us?  Well, we have to get in the car.  If we forget 

anything, it takes like an hour ride there.”  “You‟re serious?”  “I‟m 

serious,” they said.  “God forbid, if we forget bread,” I said, 

“Really?” 

 

 And my cousins from North Carolina say the same thing.  They 

just can‟t believe that we could go like practically out our door and 

be in a store because we‟re so close to everything.  It amazes me.  I 

go, “You know what, we really are lucky.  We really, really are.”  

And you don‟t need a car for – well, of course, everybody uses a 

car, but you don‟t need it really.  I mean, you didn‟t have to have 

it.  We‟d be okay.  We‟d be safe. 

 

Interviewer: Tell me a little bit about safety.  I keep hearing about how this 

neighborhood what safety was like in the past and what it‟s like 

now.  Do you think it really is a safe place? 

 

Julie: Well, I think people – let me see, I don‟t wanna say, you know, 

people just say things and get it out of hand, but the main thing is I 

think people don‟t realize they just have to be aware of situations.  

I mean, you can‟t walk with your pocketbook like this, you can‟t 

be like, you know, thinking of this Tuesday, when you‟re right 
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here on Wednesday.  You just have to take care because it‟s 

everywhere.  I mean, if you go to Europe, it‟s the same thing.  If 

you go here – no matter where you go.  You just have to be aware. 

 

 But things have, I think, when it comes – when the economic 

pressures come upon people, I think they get more into stealing or 

breaking in houses, things like that really do occur.  I mean, they 

do.  Wallets stolen, but you know, of course, the houses, I mean, 

that‟s out of your control.  It‟s not that you showed them anything, 

you know, but I mean – but you have to be careful like even with a 

car, you have to lock your doors.  You have to pay attention. 

 

 And even still things are gonna happen to you.  But at least if you 

take care, you got less chance.  I think people don‟t pay attention 

as much.  And people, if something did happen to them, they dwell 

on that with other people, “Oh my God, you know what 

happened.”  It‟s not like, “Gee, you know, that happens 

everywhere, but this happened.”  No, they‟ll dwell on it. 

 

 And South Philadelphia, for some reason or another, like I say, I 

think it stems too with the Italians, with the mafia thing.  If 

something happens here, it‟s in a page like this, the headlines are 

like – if it happens in another county, you know, it‟s still the same 

thing, you know, they still get robbed, but the print is real little.  So 

obviously, we must be Hollywood and we don‟t know it.  I don‟t 

get it, but that‟s it.  Murder in South Philadelphia, you know, I 

have cousins that live in Folcroft, which is like about 20 minutes 

from here.  They‟re afraid to come down here.  I swear. 

 

 She blows my mind.  Oh, please.  She goes, “Aren‟t you afraid to 

live down there?”  I said, “No, why would I be afraid?”  “Well, I 

read in the paper about the murder and this and that.”  “So in other 

words, where you live is safe.”  Then she‟ll go, “Oh no, I‟m not 

saying that.”  “Well, what are you saying?”  But they‟re actually 

afraid to come down to – why not?  This is ridiculous, but I don‟t 

understand it either.  I just don‟t.  I‟d like to get a grip on that and 

see what that‟s all about, you know?  And yet people come down 

here, they‟re like blown away.  “Oh, the people are so nice and this 

and that and the other.”   

 

Interviewer:  That‟s what I‟ve been telling you. 

 

Julie: Maybe we are the best kept secret, I don‟t know.  Maybe 
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Mariann‟s right. 

 

Interviewer: So you also see – on the other side of that, there‟s also, you know 

we talked about how the neighborhood‟s sort of marked as Italian 

and also as Catholic in certain ways.  Do you think that 

Catholicism really has a big impact on the life of the neighborhood 

and the community?  In what ways would you say that? 

 

Julie: I do.  I think the church brings a lot of people together really and 

more so in this generation.  They try to keep the people together, 

the young people too because they have – when I was younger, I 

don‟t remember them having a group that could come to the 

church to – but not too long ago, St. Monica‟s, which is at 17
th

 and 

Ritner, they had a committee.  It was called the Frank Sinatra 

Committee.  They had an opera right in the church, just singers like 

four singers. 

 

 That was so awesome and the church was packed with people.  

And so they didn‟t need microphones, obviously, because the 

acoustics are fabulous and it was just an awesome night.  

Something that you take away with you and you think about for 

like a month, you know, you just can‟t get over something like 

that.  I think the churches do more things like that than they ever 

did, like, when I was younger.  They had organizations and things.  

They had beautiful camps for people that didn‟t have money, you 

know, like St. Vincent De Paul. 

 

 You could go there for no money.  They called us the city kids, 

you know, because in the rural places, I don‟t know what they 

have.  I really don‟t know, but the city sort of took care of all the 

kids to get them off the streets.  For a week, you could go to camp 

or two weeks, whatever and it was nice.  So that was all Catholic, 

you know, organizations doing that. 

 

 But I think they do more now than they ever did.  I really do.  My 

grandchildren go to church and they love it.  Who used to like it 

when I was little?  I have to go to church!  I don‟t wanna go!  Now, 

it‟s like a beautiful day, you know that you have to go.  It‟s no big 

deal.  It‟s not like I have to go.  They wanna go, they really do.  So 

for an hour, they give it all to God and they feel that comfort inside 

that peacefulness.  I know that‟s how I feel when I come out of 

church.  I feel like everything lifted off of you, you know.  Go for a 

cannoli.  When you feel good, you eat.  That‟s bad. 
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Interviewer: That doesn‟t sound that bad.  And the churches around here in the 

neighborhood along Passyunk, could you see people – like, the 

people who come in here, is it just some of the Mexican people 

come in, as well as the Italian people, and is it mixed? 

 

Julie: Yeah, the Mexicans.  They‟re so – oh yeah, they love God.  And 

they‟re hardworking people and very religious, they are.  You 

could see a lot of us when we were younger in them, very family 

oriented.  They take care of the children.  They‟re always dressed 

nice.  St. Thomas is a beautiful church at 17
th

 and Morris, multi-

cultural.  They have Vietnamese, blacks, Spanish.  Oh my God, 

they‟ve got everybody in there. 

 

 I guess some Americans, too.  We‟re still here.  But oh my God, 

you should see how they take care – that church is so magnificent, 

beautiful.  And St. Nick‟s down at Tenth Street, that‟s at Tenth and 

Dickinson, another beautiful church. 

 

Interviewer: Actually, something you said was interesting to me just now, do 

you consider yourself American, Italian-American or – 

 

Julie: American.  I always say – 

 

Interviewer: Just American, okay. 

 

Julie: Yeah, I just always think American. 

 

Interviewer: That‟s interesting how different people, you know, I interviewed 

someone who was born here, whose parents came from Italy and 

he said, “I‟m Italian, not Italian-American, Italian,” even though he 

was born here.  So it just depends.  People have different ways of – 

 

Julie: Well, I guess we‟re so proud that we are Italian that it doesn‟t 

matter.  We know we‟re Americans.  We always think like that like 

we always think of America first. 

 

Interviewer: I guess I also just wanted to follow up on some of these questions 

since you‟ve had this front-row seat to Passyunk over the years – 

 

Julie: Do you wanna talk to anybody else? 

 

Interviewer: Well, that‟ll be great, but I wanted to ask you too specifically 
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because you‟ve seen the changes with your store before and now 

being here.  If you could just talk about – I‟m sorry, if you need to 

take a break.  I don‟t wanna keep talking – 

 

Julie: I get that tickle once and a while. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, the changes that have happened more recently.  If you could 

just maybe talk briefly about what the changes are to the 

neighborhood that you‟ve seen.  I mean, you literally have a front-

row seat, right, because you‟ve got this window, so you see who‟s 

walking up and down. 

 

Julie: The changes would be in the Spanish.  We have two Spanish 

restaurants that would‟ve never done well, say, eight years ago 

because it‟s all Italian.  But now, it‟s very diversified and people 

love the Spanish foods and even the Italians are getting 

accustomed to that too.  They love it too.  That would‟ve never 

happened eight years ago, I‟m sure.  If it wasn‟t Italian, they 

would‟ve folded.  They would‟ve been gone.  They would‟ve 

opened then closed.  But no, they‟re doing well.  They‟re doing 

very well. 

 

Interviewer: Why do you think that is different now than –? 

 

Julie: I think the people are more open to things now.  They really like 

diversified in every way.  It‟s not just the cannoli.  They like the 

taco, you know.  Like my father would‟ve never – a taco, oh no, 

no, no.  My father didn‟t even go for mayonnaise.  No, no, no.  

Mustard, no.  It was either real Italian food or nothing. 

 

 And from them being that way -- right? -- as I was getting older, 

like you know, we got the chicken salad, the egg salad, my father 

would, you know, me and my brothers loved that.  “I don‟t know 

how you eat-a that.”  “I don‟t know.”  So it changed even from my 

time.  Now, my grandchildren are liking everything like that, too -- 

like the tacos and things.  But they stick mostly to the Italian 

things, [inaudible], cheesesteaks and all that stuff.  Pizza, I love 

pizza. 

 

Interviewer: Are cheesesteaks Italian? 

 

Julie: We made them Italian, who knows.  We made them Italian. 
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Interviewer: They‟re definitely South Philly. 

 

Julie: They‟re definitely – oh, absolutely South Philly, but everybody 

loves them, everybody.  We knew a lot of gypsies used to come in 

our store when we sold the Italian things.  They used to love all 

that.  And they could never come to our store without going to 

Pat‟s Cheesesteaks.  They just couldn‟t do it.   

 

Interviewer: Do you remember how Pat‟s and Geno‟s were in the news not too 

long ago about that only English-speaking here sign? 

 

Julie: Oh yeah, that was Geno‟s. 

 

Interviewer: And do you – have you noticed that kind of attention – 

 

Julie: I kind of agree with it.  I kind of agree because, you know, they‟re 

gonna have to live here like my mom and dad too had to learn, you 

know, nobody – they didn‟t have packages with Spanish on it or 

anything.  No, they spoke the English.  They had to.  So I guess 

that‟s the way he feels too because we‟re from the old people, you 

know, and we know how our mother and fathers had to do.  But I 

feel bad too because, you know, English is such a difficult 

language and there‟s so many slangs and things in there that, you 

know, make – it‟s so hard for them to understand. 

 

 Because my father was like – you see, my mother spoke it well 

because she was young when she came over.  But my father used 

to take everything literally, you know, like if you‟d say, “Drop 

dead.”  Drop dead, what?  He couldn‟t fathom that.  “What do you 

mean?”  Everything was literal.  “No dad, it‟s a joke.”  “That‟s not 

a joke,” he goes.  “That‟s not nice.”  But it‟s hard for the people 

that come over when they don‟t speak English.  It‟s really tough 

for them.  I think it is anyway.  Definitely difficult.  On a 1 to 10, I 

think it‟s a 9. 

 

Interviewer: Are there – 

 

Julie: In fact, do we speak other languages?  No, we‟re the only – they 

make fun of like the Italians when they used to come over, but at 

least they spoke two languages.  They spoke Italian and they spoke 

English like these people too.  Do you speak Lithuanian?  No.  So 

why do we have this superiority complex, I don‟t know.  I have no 

idea.  And in a way, that‟s the way it is like it‟s a superiority thing 
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like you have to speak English.  I can‟t understand you.  Why?  

You could make some – a little effort to understand somebody.  

But we don‟t change, but we want everybody to – they‟ve gotta 

change and do it the way we say it that‟s – we‟re the boss.  That‟s 

terrible, but that‟s the way people are.  I‟m driving you crazy. 

 

Interviewer: No, no, not at all.  This is great.  Oh no, why, no, everything 

you‟ve been saying is really interesting.  It‟s great. 

 

Julie: Oh, you‟re so sweet.  Yeah, but I don‟t know how you‟re gonna do 

all that.   

 

Interviewer: And you said you have – how old are your grandchildren? 

 

Julie: They‟re all ages.  The youngest is 6, and it goes all the way out to 

almost 23, but he‟s my step-grandson.  I love him though.  He‟s so 

good, yeah.  Yeah, I‟ve got seven.  I‟ve got five boys, two girls. 

 

Interviewer: Wow, that‟s really great.  And do they live around here? 

 

Julie: Yes, my daughter lives right next door to me.  Talk about the 

streets.  Italians! We still have that going on, you know, daughters 

living next door and sons around the corner.  In fact, I have two 

daughters.  One lives on 18
th

 and Oregon, which is like – I could 

walk it there.  Well, it‟ll take me a half hour, but it would take you 

ten minutes.  And Lorraine‟s right next door to me, her and her 

husband. 

 

Interviewer: I don‟t believe it would take you a half an hour and me ten 

minutes. 

 

Julie: Honey, my feet don‟t wanna go anywhere.  I go, “C‟mon, feet.”  

They go, “Hmm, hmm.”  I go, “Yes.”  I‟m walking fast, you know, 

Lisa, and I‟m looking a half hour.  I don‟t know, I think I‟m 

getting too young.  I was just 69 November. 

 

Interviewer: Oh really, I wouldn‟t guess that either.  You look great, especially 

for someone with seven grandchildren. 

 

Julie: Oh my God, they‟re so funny.  They keep you alive.  They really 

do. 

 

Interviewer: Oh yeah, that must be so much fun having them so near by. 
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Julie: Especially, my grandson next door.  He‟s only 15 1/2.  Right, he‟s 

6‟2”.  So he‟s working out at a gym because he plays hockey for 

his school, Roman Catholic.  And he says to me, he goes, “Nonna, 

feel these arms over here.”  “Oh my God, Pete, you‟re like iron.”  

He goes, “Yeah, feel pectoral things.”  “Oh my God, they‟re like 

steel.”  I go, “This is how you got it?”  I say, “How long did it take 

you?”  “Oh, I‟ve been going for a couple of months now.”  I say, 

“Gee, maybe I should start going.”  And it‟s good that he builds up 

because he‟s mean on the ice.  He‟s a very cute person and 

everything, but he‟s mean. 

 

Interviewer: So you guys said that one of the things that – this was the 

undiscovered area until the young people came and discovered it.  

And so are there new – 

 

Julie: They discovered us.  I can‟t believe it.  You know, we wanna call 

them the yuppies because that‟s what there are, up and upcoming, 

you know.  I can smell it. 

 

Interviewer: I don‟t wanna keep you.  I just wanna finish up with that and then 

you guys can have your cheesesteak. 

 

Julie: Yes, absolutely.  So yeah, I think they discovered us because I 

think New York got too expensive and the apartments and things 

like that.  And they came down to Philly where it‟s a lot cheaper, 

which we‟re gonna be like New York anyway eventually. 

 

Interviewer: And they discovered this area. 

 

Julie: They love it here and they‟re so nice.  You know, one time I saw a 

young guy walking around with a little map.  I guess they got it on 

the internet or wherever they get it and he goes, “Can you tell me 

where this is?”  I said, “Yeah, you just go down there.”  I said, 

“Are you from New York?”  He goes, “Yeah.”  Of course, he gets 

all [inaudible] and accent because, you know, South Philly don‟t 

have an accent.  (Laughs) Oh thank you, dear.  Oh, it don‟t work in 

there, I know.  Just excuse me, one minute, Lisa. 

 

Interviewer: Of course. 

 


